DOWNTOWN ASTORIA HISTORIC WALKING TOUR 


(Tours begin outside of the Historic Flavel Mansion) 


Pre tour information: Astoria is named after John Jacob Astor...the most successful “American" 
in the fur business. He was born in 1763 in Waldorf, Germany (now Astoria's Sister City)and 
was the first official millionaire in the U.S. Some of Astoria's nicknames have included New York 
of the West (an 1811 nickname--Astor lived in New York); Venice of the West; The Town Built 
on Sticks (1890); Little San Francisco; and Gateway to the Columbian Empire. 


Astoria celebrated its 200th anniversary in 2016 A little later in the tour we will be walking by 
our "beginnings" and discussing our founding. 


We hope this tour will give you a better understanding about how Astoria was built, and the 
great amount of history that began along these shores. 


So, let's begin. If you have any questions or comments you'd like to add, feel free to at any time 
on the tour. 
FACT SHEET 


Founding of Astoria April 12, 1811 Street "fill" 1905 (began) 
1922-23 (completed) 
First Lumber Mill 1851 
First Telegraph Line 1876 
Oregon Statehood 1859 


First Telephone 1877 
First streetlights 1844 (Coal/Gas) 
1888 (electric) First Post Office 1847 
Fires July 2, 1883 First Newspaper 1873 
Dec. 8, 1922 
First Paved Road 1915 
First Train to Portland 1898 


Coast Hwy. 101 built 1933 

. Flavel Mansion Steps 

FLAVEL MANSION (Queen Anne High Style architecture). 

Capt. Flavel arrived in Astoria in 1849. As a pioneering entrepreneur He realized the need to tug sailing 
vessels over the treacherous Columbia Bar , and became the first Bar Pilot. Capt. Flavel's first humble 
house stood where the clinic's parking lot is now. This mansion he built in 1885. It is a museum housing 
antiques from this area, and other interesting artifacts. It is spectacular inside and out, and we 
encourage you to visit when the tour is over if you’ve never done so. 


THE JAILHOUSE was a wooden structure originally with castle turrets. In 1906 it was torn down and 
replaced with the current building. During Astoria's disastrous fire of 1922 the doors to the jail were 
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opened and the prisoners released. Three convicted men, said to be awaiting transportation to the 
state penitentiary were also released. The books that told of who was in the jail that night seemed to 
mysteriously disappear as well as the convicted men . Steven Spielberg's 1985 movie, “Goonies” has a 
scene that features this jail. 


. 8th & Commercial 

COUNTY COURTHOUSE (pre-fire) American Renaissance/Baroque Style. Used to have a large cupola on 
the roof. It was dented by a lightning bolt and was removed in the 1960's. In 1880 's two murderers 
were hanged outside the courthouse at a huge public hanging. Engraved invitations were sent out. The 
two died with posies in their hands. One had killed his wife, the other a man in a robbery. 


U.S. POST OFFICE AND CUSTOMS HOUSE (pre-fire) In the 1860's this area had been reserved as a public 
green. The trees on the property were planted by John Hobson in the 1860's. 


SPEXARTH BUILDING (built 1920 out o concrete) The owner of this building was a very outspoken man 
and warned people that a big fire would be a good possibility in Astoria and that they needed to be 
prepared. His building survived the fire of 1922 , of course. 


. 9th & Commercial 
County Health Building used to be The Old Bank Building (built just after the fire). 


The N.E. corner of this block (where Benjamin Franklin is now) was the site of the first lumber mill in 
the city in 1851. 


In route to 9th & Marine Drive 

Early Astoria Until near the turn of the century everyone that came to Astoria came by boat . There 
was no railroad. and no roads. Only paths, and only the river . Children had to row from east Astoria to 
attend school. 


Oregon became a State in 1859--48 years after the founding of Astoria. 


Astoria had its first streetlights in 1844 (coal or gas) and its first electric street lights lit on Christmas 
Eve 1888. 


. 9th & Marine Drive 

This was Main (9th) and Bond. And was the main commercial intersection of the 80's and 90's. Picture 
wood plank streets out over the water and little boys (and men) fishing through the cracks in the 
planks. Perhaps the boys were angling for fish in exchange for entry into the Opera House. In 1896 fish 
were taken in exchange for admission and seats were assigned by how big the fish was. Many an 
evening before the actors took their places , you'd see the piers covered with "anglers" hurrying to 
catch their admission. 


It's here that I'd like to point out a bit about Astoria's immigrants. According to the census in 1860 
there was only one Finn here. In 1900 there were more Finns in Astoria than any other "foreign" 

nationality. One often heard the riddle then "why is the Columbia River like a fish?" (Finns on both 
sides). the Finnish people lived in Uniontown and Upper town. Uniontown was named by the first 
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cannery (located here), Union Cannery. If you have the chance to visit Uniontown, make sure and stop 
by the "Doughboy Monument." (This is the only public toilet facility on the national Register). 


Astoria boasts of its Scandinavian heritage , and each year during the Scandinavian Midsummer 
Festival , Norwegians , Swedes, and Danes come out;. of the "woodwork" to celebrate their heritage. 


During the late 1870's and 80's the Chinese population flocked to Astoria. Most of them were brought 
to America for railroad construction work, a on completion of the railroads they found themselves 
without employment . Some 2,000 Chinese came to Astoria in the one year of 1886 . White residents 
strongly resented the presence of the Chinese and instances of discrimination and prosecution were 
common. 


Where did all the Chinese go? In the fall of 1886 cannery operators agreed to replace all of their 
Chinese employees with white workers . Gradually the Chinese were forced out of the labor market , 
and thus forced out of Astoria. 


Even Hindus came to Astoria. Most of them. worked in the Alderbrook lumber mill in the early 1900's. 


Astoria City ordinances thru the years: 
In the 1870's and 80' no one could roam the streets after 9 pm. 
1887 ... unlawful for 3 or more persons to stand together on the sidewalks so as to obstruct 
passage of vehicles. 
1896 ... women could not loiter in barrooms, drinking shops , or club or gambling rooms. 
1912 ... ordinance prohibiting music in saloons goes into effect. 
1913 ... Ragtime dancing becomes illegal . 


In route to 9th & Astor 
We are about to set foot where no children and nice ladies went , Astoria's red light district. 


In the 70's and 80's Astoria was the high spot between San Francisco and Seattle for gambling , 
drinking and ladies of the night . Bond was the commercial area, and Astor was where the excitement 
was! "Swilltown" as it was called , was known at ports all over the world by sailors who had 
experienced the excitement. 


In 1877 there were over 40 saloons in Astoria 


. 9th & Astor 

Astor street was famous for its saloons and female boarding . It was the home of the cribs, crimps, 
pimps, and toss pots. Cribs were the little cubbyholes the prostitutes per formed their services. crimps 
were the toughs who kidnapped and shanghaied men, and we all know what pimps are. Every 
business along Astor street had a trapdoor for emptying garbage, but often drugged men were 
lowered to ships through these. "Toss pots" were what the ladies of the night called drunks. 


A story was told of drunken party held in a tavern which shared space with a mortician. When these 
drunken revelers exhausted the supply of liquor at the bar , they discovered barrels of a fluid they 


thought was alcoholic . It proved to embalming fluid. They drank it and died . While the bodies were 
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still warm , a crimp sold them to a ship’s captain who did not discover they were dead until far out to 
sea. 


The parking lot at the NW corner was the site of the PARKER HOUSE Hotel (1865-1930's). In spite of its 
location , this was said to be a legitimate hotel which survived the fire. (Many references are made 
about the Parker House in books about Astoria's history). In the late 1800 's there was a very unusual 
popular dish served to tourists and visitors ... can you guess what that was? Bear Meat. 


In 1918 the U.S. Government told Astoria to clean up or it would boycott it. In 1924 the Grand Jury 
found the moral conditions in Astoria appalling . Threats didn't clean up Astoria however, and the red 
light district on Astor Street thrived well into the 40's and 50's . One senior citizen recalls how her 
father was glad that the prostitutes were here to take care of the roughens pleasures ... because of 
them , his daughters and wife were out of danger of being raped . 


An anecdote is told of how students of the Catholic school in Astoria were constantly selling tickets to 
bazaars , etc ... to raise funds. They used to sneak into "Swilltown" because they knew they could 
always sell an entire book of tickets by knocking at a fancy house door after noontime, as these 
generous ladies of the night were usually seated in their parlors socializing at this hour. The ticket 
selling to the prostitutes came to a screeching halt when one of the ladies of the night decided to show 
up at one of the bazaars 


. Foot of 9th Street 
HUSTLER’S WHARE This was where the first large ship Warf was (1870's). 


Captain Hustler had a little cannon that he would fire when a special ship came carrying fresh fruit or 
special Yankee notions. This cannon may have been small, but it was powerful. The sound was 
reported to have been heard as far away as 38t street. 


If you look west from here along the Cannery Row area, you'll get the best feeling of what it was like in 
the 1880’s in Astoria . In 1877 there were over 36 canneries in operation along the river bank in 
Astoria, and more than 1,000 fishing boats were in use. 


Just before sundown during the fishing season , the river would be covered with white sails, all boats 
on their way to favorite drifts. (Salmon canning was discovered in California during the gold rush. 
Processors looked or a place with clean water and good shipping facilities to establish their processing 
plans—Astoria was a logical choice). Still into the 40's and early 50's horse seining barns were visible on 
the pilings in the river . A visitor to Astoria told the first morning here and looked out his window to see 
horses walking on water. Does everyone here know what horse seining is? 


. Foot of 10th 
This was in the water in the 1880's 


The state parking lot was a shallow boat harbor. Across the lot (where T.J.'s and parking lot are) were 


wooden row houses. On the side of the building there, you can also see remains of early Astoria. (A 
sign that promotes 35 cent meals , and an old foundation). 
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In route to 11th St. 

When construction workers trying to lay piling for the Columbia House Condo's couldn't seem to dig 
very deep , they investigated and found small round ballast rocks probably from Chinese vessels. Most 
of these rocks had to be removed before the pilings could be driven in. 


Remember, until about 1900, one couldn't get to Astoria except by water . Residents of the area were 
absolutely dependent upon the weather and the river. There is a story of Roseburg, Washington 
residents trapped in Astoria during a Christmas shopping expedition by ice. When the river thawed 
sufficiently to get out, they overcrowded the ferry by so many wanting to get home, and many 
drowned in the river. 


Another story is told about a passenger boat that attempted to get across the river in cold , bad 
weather conditions. A fishing boat, its crew exhausted from battling with the weather, was towed 
along. The passenger Steamer tipped, and people were thrown out into the freezing waters. One man 
thrown out had sliced his nose, and was bleeding to death. The fishing boat took this man and as many 
others as possible across to the Washington side of the river to safety. 


A hermit from the other side, took a man with the sliced nose and the rest of to his shack where he 
promptly gave medical attention to the man’s nose . When conditions were safer the fishing boat 
bought the man with the sliced nose to Astoria to have his nose looked at , Doctors were amazed at 
the precision stitches administered by the hermit . It was later found out that the hermit had been a 
very good doctor turned criminal and was hiding out . Searches for the Dr. found he had fled from his 
shack . 


. Foot of 11th 

The railroad trestle here gives the best sense of the planked streets in early Astoria. One little girl, 
arriving by train to Astoria found the town very frightening due to the large gaps between the, boards 
on the pilings. (Plus many boards were loose and bounced about when people walked on them or cars 
and carriages went over them) . After living here a while, she got used to it and even played games 
through the gaps by dropping things onto people going under the streets in small boats . Sometimes 
she would drop “Water Bombs” and run to the nearest crowd . 


Streets were not filled until 1905--and not fully until after the 1922 fire . 
Directly west of Pier 11 stood PARKERS old dock (1851). This was the site of the first dock in the City 


Pier 11 is a SANBORN WAREHOUSE (Pre-fire ) located on FLAVEL’S DOCK. It was moved to its present 
location about 1925. For many years it was a feed store and little steamers docked under it. Passengers 
reportedly boarded through a hole in the floor 


Note here the SANBORN BUILDING. This is the only (not added on to) full bock building in Astoria. In 
the center of this building was the Amato Supper Club with a wooden dance floor. (If open, go in). This 
was the place where officers and guests went during WII for dancing and drinking. This was Astoria’s 
most elegant night spot and the walls were decorated with Hawaiian scenes . (This area is now used as 
a machine shop and Parking Garage). 
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I. 11th and Marine Drive 
COLUMBIAN THEATRE (post-fire). This used to be the Riviera Theatre. Many Astorians remember 
paying a nickel and sitting though three feature movies in a row. 


It is also from this point where one can best view where the huge fire of 1922 started. It began about 
2: 10am o December 8 from where the back of the STATE HOTEL is. 


Two deaths were reported. One committed suicide by hanging from a pier, (the coroner believed the 
man hung himself out of fright), and a prominent banker/auto dealer dropped dead while trying to 
save his models T’s from the fire . The losses were great. Not only did the merchants lose all of their 
regular stock , but Christmas stock had just arrived . Two thousand persons were homeless. All of the 
grocery stores burned, so there were no obtainable food supplies and the City was cut off without 
banking facilities. It is reported that Washington residents looked across the river and helplessly 
watched their money burn up. Over 24 solid blocks burned (9th-15th, Exchange to the water 's edge, 
plus). It is also interesting to note that while three churches were in the direct path of the fires, none 
was burned . In each case the fire was either checked just before the church was reached or veered 
around the house of worship. 


Some people contributed the big fire to a radical outcrop of the KKK. One theory was that the KKK had 
hung a man and burned his business to hide the crime--unfortunately, the town went with it. In the 
panic of the fire many people ran from their homes with little on. One man was seen with just his 
toothbrush in hand, another with just a water vase. In East Astoria it was the Milkman who ran up and 
down the streets yelling the town was on fire. 


The fire of 1922 was not Astoria's first fire. The town was destroyed by an earlier fire on July 2, 1883. 
that fire swept the entire waterfront and destroyed all of the buildings. Because there was a lot of 
money in the community at the time, the buildings, were rebuilt almost overnight. During the progress 
of the fire, a large amount of liquor was taken from the saloons in the path of the fire and carried to 
places of safety only to be stolen by the rougher class of onlookers . Drinking was kept up throughout 
the night, and carried into “Swilltown". During the days after the fire, many incidents occurred 
between the "Swilltown” roughens and the businessmen of the community. It got to the point that 
many of disreputable characters who lived in "Swilltown” were given notice to vacate Astoria , and put 
on boats to Portland. 


Note how well the CITY TRANSFER & STORAGE BLDG. with its Art Deco style architecture (vertical lines) 
blends with the Moderne style of the MAKI BLDG . (horizontal lines). The Art Deco style was vogue 
from about 1925-29 ; the Moderne Style in the mid 1930's. Astoria's downtown is dotted with buildings 
from both of these periods. 
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